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GOVERNMENT INSTITUTIONS

Port Institutional Status

The unique institutional arrangement of most ports allows them to
operate with a great deal of autonomy in the business-oriented setting
in which they operate, but it may impair their coordination with
other units of government. Most ports are government-owned enter-
prises, which gives them a relatively high degree of autonomy from
other units of government and allows them to operate more or less
like a business (Olson 1988). The public and enterprise dimensions of
ports are based on creation and ownership by government and in-
clude a statutory provision of powers. The enterprise function has
four features:

[Expectations of market efficiencies in operations, commercially de-
fined performance goals, reliance on user fees for operating expenses
and capital markets for construction funds rather than general govern-
ment appropriations, and the absence of partisan intervention in its
operations. (Olson 1988, 310)

In practice each port is somewhat different and incorporates these
features in varied degrees. Most public ports (a few are private) oper-
ate independent of other units of government and for the most part
focus on the basic goal of moving freight efficiently. In their environ-
ment of "splendid isolation" ports have had discretion to perform this
mission with

economy, efficiency, and effectiveness. . . . Strong executive leadership
and governing board cooperation helped to continue seaport separa-
tism from the mainstream of local government politics, economic
crises and tax revolts. (Shaw 1990, 1)

As landside constraints build, however, ports find themselves oper-
ating in a new arena: national and state surface transportation
policies and programs are carried out by a different set of participants
than those with whom ports are accustomed to working (Shaw
1990,2).

Port institutional affiliations with other units of government are
quite varied, however, which accounts for the different communica-
tions and coordination problems of ports from state to state. Port